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It is clear that tourism is an important industry. It is equally true that it is being pursued in
many areas as an alternative to more traditional economies that have failed. Often
tourism is based on local heritage resources such as older buildings and customs that
attract visitors. The concepts of heritage, tourism, and local economic development
are therefore linked in many places but researchers have not necessarily explored all
the possible links. This paper first selects articles and books that deal with all three of
these subjects, draws out the themes contained in them, and finally analyzes the
relationships among them. The works identified were classified according to their
focus, what they are about; their locus, where they refer to; and intent, what the
authors set out to do. Each one of those categories was then subdivided further. The
extent to which papers in these different categories relate to each other or overlap
was described. The purpose is to expose the places where more work is needed and
where research opportunities lie. While the strongest link is between papers that are
analytical in intent and deal with rural tourism, there are also connections between
papers analytical in intent and focussed on society or economic development. Weaker
connections are noted between studies that are theoretical in intent while focussing on
and tourism or society.

Keywords: cultural heritage; economic impact; tourist type

Introduction

The economy has always been an unwieldy beast but even more so in the last several years.
Globalization, outsourcing, and the shift to a ‘knowledge economy,’ among other changes,
have reduced the number of traditional ‘good jobs’ in primary and secondary industries and
have left many communities with no choice but to take action to develop alternative econ-
omies or to fade into insignificance (Blakely & Leigh, 2010). Heritage tourism is one local
economic development strategy that cities, towns, and regions have used to rebuild them-
selves and one that makes use of local resources and assets. There is a small but growing
body of literature available for communities and economic development professionals to
consult for examples of successes, failures, and best practices. The purpose of this paper
is to review the available literature, in the context of the developed world where most of
the reflection on these subjects has taken place, and then determine if that body of literature
is adequate in scope and scale to inform those who need it.
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Heritage tourism and economic development

Tourism is a promising sector for economic development and heritage tourism, traveling to
places to experience local culture and settings, is a significant part of that trend. In just the
past 10 years, international tourism arrivals have expanded from 681 million to 880 million
with the developed world still capturing 53% of the market (World Tourism Organization,
2010). Tourism now accounts for nearly one-third of commercial service exports globally,
generating over US$1 trillion in 2009 (World Tourism Organization, 2010). The industry is
also responsible for 6–7% of the jobs worldwide (World Tourism Organization, 2010).

Communities are seeing the vast potential of the tourism industry and are working to
attract it with whatever local resources are available, including heritage. The Canadian
Tourism Commission found that in 2000, 34 million Americans were heritage tourism
enthusiasts, making them the largest individual special interest group visiting Canada
(Research Resolutions and Consulting, 2003). Every community has something unique
to offer, and some manage to convince outsiders that that something is worth traveling for.

Heritage tourism is a recognized subset of the tourism industry but its exact definition is
contested. Yale (1991) describes it as ‘tourism centred on what we have inherited, which
can mean anything from historic buildings, to art works, to beautiful scenery (p. 21).
While that is a supply-side definition, a demand-side one has been promoted by Poria,
Butler, and Airey who call it ‘a subgroup of tourism, in which the main motivation for vis-
iting a site is based on the place’s heritage characteristics according to the tourists’ percep-
tion of their own heritage’ (2001, p. 1048). These authors further distinguish it from historic
tourism which ‘may be defined as a subgroup of tourism, in which the motivation for visit-
ing a place is based on its historic attribute’ (Poria et al., 2001, p. 1048). In the interest of
adequately exploring the relationship between heritage tourism and local economic devel-
opment, this literature review will accept articles that reflect Poria et al.’s definition of heri-
tage tourism and also those that do not explicitly take motivation into account but clearly
have heritage elements.

Local economic development is another concept that needs to be clarified. Malizia
(1994) sees economic development as an ‘on-going process of creating wealth in which
producers deploy scarce human, financial, capital, physical and natural resources to
produce goods and services that consumers want and are willing to pay for’ (p. 84).
Blakely and Leigh (2010) propose a goal-oriented view instead of a process-based one:
‘local economic development is achieved when a community’s standard of living can be
preserved and increased through a process of human and physical development that is
based on principles of equity and sustainability’ (p. 75). This review sought articles in
the spirit of either definition.

Heritage tourism is one possible economic development strategy that can be useful in
areas with cultural resources. Adaptation of these resources for tourism, which can be
built or intangible, can present economic opportunities through the establishment of new
businesses and the attraction of new patrons for existing ones. Depending on how the
resource is adapted, interest–and by extension income–from tourists offers the opportunity
to conserve the built environment and heritage traditions. The path taken should reflect the
socio-cultural context of the community while looking outward at the successes and failures
of other areas.

There is a body of literature on the concepts of heritage tourism and local economic
development but it is limited. This review will seek out the gaps and make recommen-
dations on areas that deserve further research, focussing only on areas in Europe and
North America to ensure that the articles are comparable. The guiding question for this
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paper is: In the context of the developed world, what is the scope, scale, and characteristics
of the body of literature lying at the nexus of heritage, tourism, and local economic
development?

Method and approach

The ultimate goal of the literature review was to identify a list that is as comprehensive as
possible and that could be visualized in a concept map and adequately analyzed for gaps.
Comprehensiveness is a difficult target to achieve so the limitations must be expressed from
the beginning, the largest of which is access to materials. The research process has been as
thorough as possible within the resources available to the authors through the University of
Waterloo. These resources include the standard ‘web of science’, ‘environmental abstracts’,
and other search systems. This paper does not claim to have a perfectly exhaustive list of
articles but one that is a fair representation, in the opinion of the authors, of the research
topic. Emphasis was placed on peer-reviewed journal articles but relevant works were
also found in books and reports prepared for government agencies. The final collection con-
sists almost entirely of journal articles but two books and two reports are also included. For
the sake of simplicity, the term ‘articles’ will refer to all three mediums.

The literature review was largely a digital affair and began with a database search using
combinations of the main keywords: heritage, tourism, and local economic development.
Finding the results to be limited, the keywords were expanded to similar combinations
with concepts such as revitalization, culture, development, and economics. Finally, searches
were done with one or two main concepts (i.e. heritage + tourism, or heritage + local
economic development) and the results screened for relevance to the third topic area.

The earliest list totaled nearly 70 articles because it included articles relevant to the
study parameters (focussing on issues like authenticity, which can emerge when commer-
cializing cultural resources) but were not actually within the parameters. Thus, many of the
articles were determined to be inappropriate because they lacked one or more of the foun-
dational elements of this study. In order to be truly comprehensive, the list was focussed
down to 31 articles that were justifiably within the desired nexus. Ideally, all three elements
were explicitly part of the article but since the body of literature is limited, articles were also
examined if two elements were included and the third was implied.

Equipped with this targeted list, the articles were then organized into categories and sub-
categories. The categories that emerged from the iterative analysis of the authors are: intent,
focus, and locus. Intent is divided into analytical, theoretical, and development; focus is
broken down into the four subcategories of economic development, heritage, society and
tourism, while locus has two groups: rural and urban. The categories were chosen after
the literature review in order to gage the overall themes of the articles, thereby leading to
more meaningful divisions. It was determined early in the process that intent was a valuable
category, as well as focus, but locus emerged later to highlight the popularity of geographi-
cal perspectives. Society was also a later addition after a number of articles surfaced that
were much more concerned with community impacts than with the other three elements.
The categories and subcategories will be defined and discussed in the ‘Findings’ section
of this paper.

Once the categories and subcategories were determined, the organization process could
be undertaken. Each category was meant to be all-encompassing, with the articles for the
most part fitting into only one of the subcategories. For example, the Stern and Hall
(2010) article about Cobalt, Ontario’s attempt to place-brand itself as a mining heritage
town following the serious decline of mining employment opportunities is classified
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three times as analytical, economic development, and rural. This method was mostly
respected but not all articles matched a subcategory, a problem encountered in the locus
group. If the article had neither an urban nor a rural aspect, then it was not included in
the locus category. The intent category had the opposite issue because a few articles
rightfully fit into both the analytical and theoretical subcategories. Only three were
double-counted.

The final step was to develop a concept map. The map is composed of circles, represent-
ing the subcategories with the size of the circle representing the number of articles within each
one, and lines revealing the connections between the subcategories. The map (Figure 1) will
be discussed in greater detail in the next section.

Findings

The final number of articles, after a thorough search and critical refinement process, is 31.
They have been read and assessed for relevancy, and they satisfactorily represent the litera-
ture on heritage tourism and local economic development. The categorization process and
concept mapping exercise revealed a great deal about the body of literature, as it stands
now. This section will define and describe the categories and subcategories then
comment on the links, or lack of connection between them.

Categories

Intent

This group classifies articles based on what the author was trying to do with their research:
analyze, theorize, or promote development. It was possible to place all 31 articles in one of
the three subcategories while three were double-counted.

The analytical group is the largest subcategory with 23 articles, which is not surpris-
ing because it is primarily a collection of articles where a case study is analyzed. Often,

Figure 1. Number of articles and links by subcategory (generated using CmapTools).
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the case studies are geographical areas (such as a city) that have been subject to some kind
of economic development scheme but there are also studies of specific initiatives and
niche tourism sectors; McDowell’s (2008) article on conflict heritage in Northern
Ireland and Shackley’s (2006) examination of cathedral tourism in England are two
examples. Most of these articles determine the successes and/or failures within the case
they studied and comment on social, economic and other kinds of impacts.

The eight articles in the theoretical subcategory are ones that attempt to establish a
concept. These concepts were not all the same but the most common topic was measure-
ment and valuation (Evans, 2005; Mason, 2005; Mason, 2008). Other authors wrote
about research methods, sustainable development, or developed a model, such as the
five-stage model of creative destruction in heritage shopping villages by Mitchell (1998).
As discussed before, three articles were determined to be both theoretical and analytical.
Edwards and Llurdés i Coit (1996), Chang, Milne, Fallon, and Pohlmann (1996), and
Mitchell (1998) had theoretical concepts that they subsequently tested using case studies,
allowing them to fit in both groups.

Development was the smallest grouping of articles, with only four. These articles were
much less analytical, focussing instead on ‘how-to’ advice and best practices for encoura-
ging successful development. Specific topics included strategic development (Munsters,
2001), theme development (James & Wild, 2008) and the identification of local assets
important to heritage tourism (Carr & Servon, 2009).

Focus

The focus category emerged as a way to highlight which of the three elements (heritage,
tourism, or local economic development) was most important to the author. A fourth
focus, society, was added later in the process to fill a perceived void (this is elaborated
on below). This was a subjective process, given that the articles included all three elements
in some way, however, it was found that one would always emerge as dominant. All 31
articles were categorized in this way.

Economic development was the most popular element with 10 works focussing on it.
These included research papers like the one by Stern and Hall (2010) where they studied
the evolution of economic development efforts in Cobalt, Ontario. Some articles were
not explicitly looking at economic development, as defined in the introduction, but explored
topics of relevance to it. An example is the work by Cela, Lankford, and Knowles-Lankford
(2009) which examined the spending habits of visitors at heritage sites. This kind of knowl-
edge is important in economic development projects because it contributes to the success of
an attraction.

Surprisingly, few articles were primarily about heritage. Only five were classified this
way, including articles about preservation and conservation. Of the ones that did fit into
this subcategory, more than half evaluated the contribution of heritage to economic devel-
opment (Listokin, Listokin, & Lahr, 1998; Mason, 2005; Mason, 2008). The other two
looked at urban heritage. Chang et al. (1996) studied development approaches to urban heri-
tage tourism while Nasser (2003) analyzed the implications of developing urban heritage
places, for tourism or other uses.

Tourism was the main focus of nine articles. These prioritized tourism growth and
development, which was often closely related to economic development but without as
much concern for the economy. In their books, Dane (2001) and Green (1993) promote
tourism as a generally good strategy for communities and provide success stories and
advice, respectively. Frenkel and Walkton (2000) refer to the economic conditions that
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prompted tourism development in Leavenworth (an ‘authentic’ Bavarian heritage town in
Washington) but they give precedence to the development and impacts of tourism.

The society subcategory was added late in the process, after it became apparent that a
number of articles contained all three main elements but did not prioritize them. Rather,
these articles were more concerned about how they impacted the community they were
operating in. Moulin and Boniface (2001) are concerned about the top-down nature of
tourism routes and networks, questioning how good they are for communities who
become just one node among many others. Other authors, like Vargas-Sánchez, Plaza-
Mejı́a, and Porras-Bueno (2009) and Suchet (2010) surveyed communities to reveal their
attitudes on tourism, while others, considered the level of community participation (Svens-
son, 2009; Gallardo & Stein, 2007).

Locus

Many of the articles included in this literature analysis have a geographical component.
Some are very explicit, like the urban heritage studies by Chang et al. and Nasser, and
the peripheral nature of Boniface’s (2000) article. Others are categorized based on the
location of the case study. This can be justified because the conclusions reached by Cole
(2004) regarding the sustainability of mining heritage tourism, for example, are unlikely
to be transferable to the study of an urban area. Only 20 articles out of 31 had a geographical
perspective.

The bulk of the 20 papers surveyed rural areas, with 14 categorized as such. Rural areas
typically have more economic development issues due to their small size and often periph-
eral locations; since they all face similar obstacles, ‘rural’ includes small towns and settle-
ments in this paper. Among the 14 articles in this subcategory, a common theme is mining
heritage. Many communities, in Europe and North America, have attempted to convert their
declining primary industries into tourist attractions, a phenomenon described by eight
articles (Ballesteros & Ramirez, 2007; Cegielski, Janeczko, Mules, & Wells, n.d.; Cela
et al., 2009; Cole, 2004; De Montis & De Montis, 2008; Edwards & Llurdés I Coit,
1996; Stern & Hall, 2010; Vargas-Sánchez et al., 2009). The articles often had more specific
foci as well, such as heritage shopping villages (Mitchell, 1998) and tourism management at
a natural world heritage site (Cochrane, 2008).

Cities are not immune to economic hardship so they too can be the location of research. Six
articles were classified as Urban and the best example of urban economic development related
to heritage tourism is in the paper by Buckley and Witt (1985). It examines four cities with
poor images that turned to tourism as an economic development strategy. One of them is Brad-
ford, England, which emerged as a success story in the beginning but ran into problems later,
as described in a follow-up article by Hope and Klemm (2001). Other topics in this subcate-
gory include making use of urban heritage assets (Carr & Servon, 2009), and the impacts of
using these assets (Chang et al., 1996; Evans, 2005; Nasser, 2003).

Concept map

The concept map in Figure 1 is a visual representation of the categorization process
described above. Each circle is a subcategory, scaled by the number of articles within
that subcategory. As previously discussed, the largest one is analytical which is made
clear in this form. The lines between the circles represent the number of articles that are
in both of those subcategories. Going back to the Stern and Hall example used in the
Methods section, it is categorized as analytical, economic development, and rural. In the
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concept map, it is counted in the circles three times (once for each subcategory) and three
more times in the lines (analytical–economic development, economic development–rural,
rural–analytical). The cumulative result is a web of links weighted to visually represent the
strength of the links between the types of articles, revealing where research has been done to
date, and where it has not.

Since most of the articles are analytical, it stands to reason that the most common links
are anchored by this subcategory. There are 14 articles that are both analytical and rural,
eight that are analytical and focussed on economic development, and an additional six
that are analytical and concerned with society. It is interesting to note that all of the rural
articles, and all but one in the society subcategory, are analytical. Strong links also exist
between analytical and tourism, tourism and rural, and rural and economic development,
with five links apiece. Proportionally, heritage is very much linked to theoretical because
four out of five heritage articles are based more in theory than analysis.

It is perhaps more interesting to see what has not been linked. Intuitively, the fewest
links are between subcategories with fewer numbers of articles. Development, having
only four articles, has no links with society, heritage, and rural. The locus category is
also lacking links with other subcategories, as summarized in Table 1. In addition to
having no links, pairs of subcategories with weak links also tell us about the state of the
literature. Five pairs of subcategories, listed in Table 2, have only one article bringing
them together.

One last method of analysis is the age of these studies. They were largely completed
during the 2000s with 22 out of 31 published between 2000 and 2009. One was published
in the 1980s, five in the 1990s, and two were released in 2010. This indicates that the study
of heritage tourism linked with local economic development is an emerging area that is
gaining in interest. Research on the societal effects of this kind of development is particu-
larly new, as all but one was published after 2007 and the oldest one released in 2001.

Recommendations

The literature found at the nexus of heritage, tourism, and local economic development is
limited and deserves to be expanded given its potential for communities seeking to improve
their local economies. While the entire body of work has room for expansion, there are a
number of gaps that the research community could fill that would enrich the pool of
knowledge.

From the perspective of locality, not all articles are expected to have a geographical
bent but there is much room for exploration given the nearly infinite pool of potential

Table 1. Subcategories without links.

Urban–tourism Rural–development
Urban–theoretical Development–heritage
Urban–society Development–society
Rural–heritage

Table 2. Subcategories with one link.

Development–urban Theoretical–society
Development–economic development Theoretical–tourism
Heritage–analytical
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case studies. More specifically, there is definitely room for more study on urban heritage
tourism and the effects of heritage tourism development on urban areas and residents.
Many cities have a stock of built heritage resources that could play a role in tourism devel-
opment; they may also have a large stock of intangible heritage kept alive by their many
and diverse residents. Then there are the impacts of development. Urban areas are usually
more capable of absorbing the impacts of tourism, thanks to their size and diversity, but
surely there are some kinds of repercussions. If so, they are rarely discussed. As for
rural communities, they have been the focus of a greater number of studies but further
research should be done on non-industrial heritage resources. Communities everywhere
share and celebrate their cultural heritage but it appears that little has been written about
them.

In the focus category, the articles are well distributed among the subcategories but heri-
tage has the fewest. Heritage is arguably the central component of this literature review
because without it, there would be no heritage tourism development. It is also a fragile com-
ponent that is at risk of being destroyed, degraded, or even lost over time. There are a
number of approaches to heritage that could be taken in the future starting with the effective
bridging of it with tourism and economic development. Many studies have been published
on preservation, valuation, and heritage tourism individually but they have not come
together, except in passing. Nasser (2003) has probably come the closest but an in-depth
study of the impact of tourism development on heritage resources is needed, as well as
more case studies.

Theoretical studies are also lacking in the literature. There is only one article apiece
linking theory with tourism and theory with society, and just two with economic develop-
ment. Theory is the foundation of research so while more case studies are always welcome
to expand practical knowledge, more theory is needed for them to build case studies on
(please note that the authors also see value in combined theoretical/case study articles).
Then, once a greater foundation is built and case studies undertaken to prove its value,
articles about best practices and development can be written to synthesize the information
for communities and economic development professionals.

Conclusion

The value of this area of research is that it can guide communities that want to use their
heritage resources in a way that will benefit them economically, yet the academic commu-
nity has written very little bridging the topics of heritage tourism and local economic devel-
opment. Some very good case studies exist but most of the literature at the nexus of these
topics is weak on at least one element and theory is also seriously lacking, a fact that may
inhibit the undertaking of more research in this area. Going forward, researchers interested
in heritage tourism and local economic development could improve the theoretical foun-
dation of the topic, and they could also consider more of the practical outcomes of policies
and initiatives. The implications of tourism development have been studied at length, but
less so in the context of heritage. Communities and local economic development pro-
fessionals should be able to consult the literature on heritage tourism and be aware of
these issues and they should be effectively directed to works that can help them prevent/
mitigate negative impacts while maximizing benefits. Therein lays the ideal outcome of
research. If the people who effect change cannot efficiently find all of the relevant infor-
mation, then the knowledge they miss will not be put to good use. As of 2011, the literature
is not fulfilling its potential; hopefully, this paper has provided sufficient inspiration and
guidance for this to change.
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